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Senate Years of Service: 1980-1995  

Party: Democrat  

MITCHELL, George John, a Senator from Maine; 

born in Waterville, Kennebec County, Maine, August 20, 

1933; attended the public schools; graduated, Bowdoin 

College, Brunswick, Maine, 1954; graduated, Georgetown 

University Law Center, Washington, D.C., 1960; served in 

the United States Army Counter Intelligence Corps, 

Berlin, Germany, 1954-1956; admitted to the District of 

Columbia and Maine bars in 1960 and commenced 

practice in Portland, Maine, 1965; trial attorney, Antitrust 

Division, Department of Justice, Washington, D.C., 1960-

1962; executive assistant to Senator Edmund S. Muskie 

1962-1965; practiced law, Portland, 1965-1977; assistant 

county attorney for Cumberland County, Maine, 1971; 

unsuccessful candidate for governor of Maine in 1974; United States Attorney for Maine 

1977-1979; United States District Judge for Maine 1979-1980; appointed on May 17, 

1980, as a Democrat to the United States Senate to fill the vacancy caused by the 

resignation of Edmund S. Muskie for the term ending January 3, 1983; sworn in May 19, 

1980; reelected in 1982 and again in 1988 and served from May 19, 1980 to January 3, 

1995; not a candidate for reelection in 1994; chairman, Democratic Senatorial Campaign 

Committee (Ninety-ninth Congress); co-chairman, Democratic Policy Committee, 

Democratic Conference (One Hundredth through One Hundred Third Congresses); 

majority leader (1989-1995); Special Advisor to the President and the Secretary of State 

for Economic Initiatives in Ireland (1995-2000); chairman, Sharm el-Sheikh International 

Fact-Finding Committee to examine crisis in Middle East (2000-2001); engaged in the 

practice of law in Washington, D.C. (1995-); awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom 

on March 17, 1999.  
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George Mitchell was born in Waterville, Maine. His mother had come to the United States from 

Lebanon at age 18, his father was the orphaned son of Irish immigrants. Both parents lacked 

education, and struggled to support their family, but they emphasized the importance of education 

for all their children. George Mitchell received an undergraduate degree from Bowdoin College 

in 1954 and served in Berlin, Germany as an officer in the U.S. Army Counter-Intelligence Corps 

until 1956. He received his law degree from Georgetown University Law Center in 1960.  

From 1960 to 1962 George Mitchell served as a trial lawyer in the Justice Department in 

Washington, D.C. From 1962 to 1965 he was Executive Assistant to Senator Edmund S. Muskie 

of Maine. In 1965 George Mitchell returned to Maine to practice law until 1977. He served as 

Deputy Campaign Manager for Senator Muskie's vice presidential campaign in 1968, and for his 

presidential campaign in 1972. In 1977 Mitchell was appointed U.S. Attorney for Maine, a 

position he held until 1979, when he became U.S. District Judge for Maine.  

George Mitchell was appointed to the United States Senate in 1980, to complete the unexpired 

term of Senator Edmund S. Muskie, who had resigned to become Secretary of State. Mitchell was 

elected to a full term in the Senate in 1982. In 1986 he chaired the Democratic Senate Campaign 

Committee, and was instrumental in his party's regaining the majority in the Senate. Mitchell 

himself was reelected in 1988 with 81 percent of the vote, the largest margin in the history of the 



state of Maine. At the opening of the next session, he was elected Senate Majority Leader, the 

second most powerful elected official in the United States, a position he held for the next six 

years.  

In the Senate, he was closely associated with free trade 

and environmental legislation, and with aid to housing 

and education. He led the successful 1990 reauthorization 

of the Clean Air Act, including new controls on acid rain 

toxins. He was the author of the first national oil spill 

prevention and clean-up law. Mitchell led the Senate to 

passage of the nation's first child care bill and was 

principal author of the low income housing tax credit 

program. He was instrumental in the passage of the 

Americans with Disabilities Act, landmark legislation 

extending civil rights protections to the disabled. 

Mitchell's efforts led to the passage of a higher education bill that expanded opportunities for 

millions of Americans. Senator Mitchell was also a leader in opening markets to trade and led the 

Senate to ratification of the North American Free Trade Agreement and creation of the World 

Trade Organization.  

For six consecutive years he was voted "the most respected member" of the Senate by a bipartisan 

group of senior congressional aides. In 1994 George Mitchell declined an appointment to the 

Supreme Court of the United States in order to remain in the Senate and pursue the struggle for 

universal national health care.  

After finishing his last Senate term in 1995, George Mitchell answered the request of the British 

and Irish Governments to serve as Chairman of the International Commission on Disarmament in 

Northern Ireland, and as Chairman of the subsequent peace negotiations, culminating in the 

historic Good Friday agreement. In an island-wide referendum, the agreement was approved by 

voters on both sides of the border between the Republic of Ireland and the British-controlled 

North. After this success in Ireland, President Clinton, Prime Minister Barak of Israel and 



Chairman Arafat of the Palestinian Authority asked Senator Mitchell to chair an International 

Fact Finding Committee on the crisis between the Israel and the Palestinian Authority.  

Senator Mitchell is the author of four books. 

With his colleague, Senator Bill Cohen of 

Maine, he wrote Men of Zeal, describing the 

Iran-Contra investigation. In 1990, Senator 

Mitchell wrote, World on Fire, describing the 

threat of the greenhouse effect and 

recommending steps to curb it. His next book, 

published in 1997, was Not For America 

Alone: The Triumph of Democracy and the Fall of Communism. In 1999, Senator Mitchell wrote 

Making Peace, an account of his experience in Northern Ireland.  

Senator Mitchell serves as the Chancellor of The Queen's University of Belfast and as President 

of The Economic Club of Washington. He has also served as Chairman of the International Crisis 

Group, a non-profit organization dedicated to the prevention of crises in international affairs, as 

Chairman of the Special Commission investigating allegations of impropriety in the bidding 

process for the Olympic games, and as Chairman of the National Health Care Commission.  

In the business world, he has served as a director of the Walt Disney Company, Federal Express 

Corporation, Xerox Corporation, Unilever, Staples, Inc., Starwood Hotels and Resorts and the 

Boston Red Sox baseball team. In March 2004, he was selected to serve as Chairman of the 

Board of the Walt Disney Company. In 2006, he was asked by the Commissioner of Baseball to 

lead an investigation of the use of performance-enhancing drugs in professional baseball. In 

addition to the Presidential Medal of Freedom, Senator Mitchell has received awards and honors 

including the Philadelphia Liberty Medal, the Truman Institute Peace Prize, the German Peace 

Prize and the United Nations (UNESCO) Peace Prize.  

 

 


